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the housing needs of ChiCago’s 
aging LgBt PoPuLation: affordability, 
acceptance, & access to services
LThe contents of this brief 
are largely derived from 
research conducted by the 
Mid-America Institute on 
Poverty of Heartland Alliance 
with LGBT seniors in Chicago 
and are supplemented with 
additional relevant research.
esbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) seniors 
face challenges common to all aging adults such as 
health problems, dwindling finances, ageism, and 
loneliness. However, LGBT seniors frequently find that 
these challenges are compounded due to discrimination 
based on their sexual orientation/gender identity and 
other unique social obstacles, economic and service 
barriers, and health issues. 
One of the greatest challenges facing Chicago seniors 
is the ability to find affordable housing. Due to different 
types of discrimination, many LGBT seniors find it 
particularly difficult to locate safe housing at a price 
they can afford. Additionally, as LGBT adults age they 
often find it necessary to hide their sexual orientation/
gender identity in order to access the services they 
need. 
Based on the projected growth of the LGBT senior 
population in Chicago, attention must be given to how 
the city can provide for their service and housing needs. 
This brief outlines these needs and explores the idea of 
an affordable, inclusive housing facility in Chicago that 
validates and supports LGBT seniors through culturally 
appropriate services.
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Chicago Population  
facts & figures
•  2005 adults  
over age 55:1  
532,052
•  2005 to 2010  
projection  
for adults  
over age 55:2  
+5.7%
•  Estimate of  
LGBT adults  
over age 55:3  
40,000
“due to many circumstances, 
my retirement income is low. 
affordable rental housing 
would allow safety and 
independence.”
“if i wanted some sort of 
[LgBt] retirement community, 
there is not too much 
available. What is available 
is too pricey. i hope for more 
choices in the future.”
housing is considered 
affordable when housing costs 
— including rent or mortgage 
payments, insurance, utilities, 
fuels, association fees, and 
real estate taxes — consume 
no more than 30% of a 
household’s income. 
similar to other groups, the most important housing 
characteristic for Chicago LgBt seniors is affordability1
economic viability and affordable housing are often concerns for  
the general Chicago senior population.
• The median price for an owner-occupied home in Chicago in 2004 
was $225,247 — far out of the price range of the majority of Chicago 
seniors.5
• Approximately one in five Chicago LGBT seniors has an annual 
income below $20,000.6
• Nearly half of all renters in the Chicago region are paying more than 
30% of their income on housing, and 70% of those who are rent 
burdened are seniors over the age of 65.7
LgBt seniors experience economic hardship that is further 
exacerbated by a lifetime of institutional discrimination, making 
financial security and the ability to access affordable housing less  
of a reality.
• Social Security benefits cannot be paid to a beneficiary’s same-sex 
life partner, costing LGBT seniors approximately $124 million a year 
in unaccessed benefits.8 
• Medicaid regulations do not protect same-sex life partner homes or 
assets when one partner enters a long-term care facility — a security 
offered to married spouses that helps guard against hardship.9 
• Same-sex life partners cannot receive benefits from the private 
pension plans of their partners.10
• Twenty percent of LGBT seniors have experienced employment 
discrimination.11
• Workplace discrimination leads to fewer earnings over a lifetime.12
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3Chicago LgBt seniors need a housing option that is 
accepting of their sexual orientation/gender identity13
LgBt seniors face discrimination based on both age and sexual 
orientation/gender identity.
•  Chicago LGBT seniors experience barriers in accessing the housing 
and support services they need.14
•  Oftentimes family ties are strained or have been severed completely 
due to family members’ non-acceptance of the LGBT individual. 
Additionally, LGBT seniors are less likely to have adult children to 
care for them in old age.15
Chicago’s LgBt community needs a safe, diverse, and integrated 
affordable housing option where LgBt seniors can age with dignity, 
are free to be themselves, and can experience acceptance and 
camaraderie.16
•  With a location in a tolerant community and an LGBT-friendly 
atmosphere, such a housing development would promote feelings  
of acceptance among Chicago LGBT seniors.17
•  This housing can fit seamlessly into the community and allow LGBT 
seniors to participate in community life while accessing grocery 
stores, recreational activities, public transportation, and other 
neighborhood amenities.18
•  In addition, competent property management and front door security 
at the housing development would promote feelings of safety for 
Chicago LGBT seniors.19
“i’d feel comfortable, 
accepted, approved of, 
unafraid, more trusting, less 
inhibited. i’d feel i share at 
least something in common 
with any of my neighbors.”
“as we become older,  
people come less and less 
out. You don’t know where 
they are. it would bring 
people together.”
“it would be very good to 
spend my final years with 
friendly and accepting people 
who have similar interests  
and outlooks.”
“i don’t want to live in a 
hospital apartment. i think 
a mature adult building for 
able, independent, capable 
seniors — separate from 
a full-service facility — is 
definitely desirable.”
 
“i would want [to] know [that] 
the services are available, but 
you could be as busy…or as 
relaxed as you want to be. i 
would like the opportunity to 
exercise my options for just as 
long as health would allow.”
developing an LgBt-friendly housing facility in Chicago 
presents an opportunity to provide integrated, 
culturally appropriate services for LgBt seniors20
even though they face certain health issues more frequently than 
their counterparts, LgBt individuals have more difficulty accessing 
medical care.
• LGBT seniors face the following health issues more frequently than 
heterosexual seniors: depression,21 substance abuse,22 HIV/AIDS in 
men,23 and reproductive organ cancers in women.24
•  Almost one out of four lesbian and bisexual women avoid seeking 
healthcare because they fear negative attitudes from providers.25 
•  Forty percent of doctors indicate they would be uncomfortable 
providing care for lesbian patients.26
•  As a result of these barriers to basic services, LGBT senior housing 
should incorporate exercise classes, food/nutritional services, and 
health services.27 
LgBt seniors face additional challenges when attempting to obtain 
culturally appropriate services.
•  Nearly half of Area Agencies on Aging, which coordinate and 
provide a wide range of supportive and community resources to 
seniors, report that LGBT seniors would not feel welcome at their 
neighborhood senior centers.28
•  Only 2 of the 60 national aging organizations have LGBT-friendly 
programs. Even within LGBT organizations, seniors are frequently 
faced with ageism, and programming for seniors at these 
organizations is often very limited.29
•  As a result of such discrimination, LGBT senior housing facilities in 
Chicago should incorporate transportation, case management, and 
appropriate social and cultural programming.30
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5Ken’s story*
Ken’s story illustrates many of the issues facing Chicago LgBt seniors.
Ken is a gay African American senior who is HIV positive. Ken held 
the same job for over 15 years but had to endure verbal and physical 
harassment from his coworkers. His job did offer some stability and 
benefits that allowed Ken to live modestly, and for 14 years he lived in 
an apartment that was affordable to him.
In 2000 he was notified that his unit was going to be sold for more 
than $200,000, and if he wanted to continue living there he would 
have to purchase the unit or else relocate. Ken did not have the 
ability to buy the unit, so he had 90 days to find a new place. Shortly 
after hearing that he must move, Ken’s health deteriorated to a 
point where he would soon be unable to work. In his rush to find 
an affordable place to live, he settled for an apartment in an unsafe 
neighborhood with few, if any LGBT community members. Of his 
living environment Ken said, “You’re on edge all the time…’cause you 
gotta deal with violence and real live fear…when you step out of your 
door you gotta be prepared to go down.”
Ken’s Social Security Disability and his pension are barely enough 
to cover his rent, utilities, mounting medical bills, and other basic 
necessities. Like so many in his situation, Ken cannot rely on his family 
for support. “I’m alone. I have a screwed up family that would not 
take me in, and I’m wondering as I get older what is going to happen 
to [me]; it causes me to stay up at nights…I don’t know how much 
longer I am going to be able to do this…it is a scary thought.”  
For aging LGBT individuals like Ken, affordable LGBT-friendly housing 
could alleviate the economic burden that so many people face and also 
provide a safe place where people can be themselves without fear of 
judgment, discrimination, or prejudice.
this story is adapted from: 
Jones, C. J., & gedar, g. 
(2005). Targeted LGBT 
senior housing in Chicago: 
A study of the needs and 
perceptions of LGBT seniors 
in Chicago. Chicago: Mid-
america institute on Poverty 
of heartland alliance. 
offering services that 
are incorporated into 
an affordable housing 
development presents a 
model of service delivery 
and inclusion that allows 
seniors to remain vibrant, 
contributing members in 
their communities.
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Chicago can become the Midwest leader in developing 
affordable, LgBt-friendly senior housing
LGBT-friendly senior housing is beginning to surface around the 
country. These developments, which are becoming increasingly more 
popular, do not exclude heterosexual individuals but rather provide an 
environment of tolerance for LGBT seniors. However, the majority of 
these developments are for-profit enterprises located in mostly southern 
states and are targeted to senior members of the LGBT community who 
are more affluent and can afford a retirement community lifestyle.31
the housing needs of low-income LgBt seniors must not be 
overlooked in senior housing discussions. Plans are in the works in 
several parts of the country to address the needs of low-income LGBT 
seniors through affordable housing developments:
•  The first nonprofit, affordable LGBT-friendly senior housing 
development is expected to open in 2007 in Los Angeles.32 
•  Other similar projects are in the planning stages in New York,33  
San Francisco,34 and Boston.35
•  Discussions about developing affordable LGBT-friendly senior 
housing have begun in Chicago.
As the nation’s third largest city and home to a sizable LGBT population, 
Chicago must plan for the future needs of its residents. Chicago LGBT 
seniors fear that traditional senior housing options such as retirement 
communities, assisted living facilities, and nursing homes will not provide 
inclusive environments and may force LGBT seniors to hide their sexual 
orientation in the later years of their lives.36
Clearly there is a demonstrated demand and a need for new affordable 
senior housing to serve Chicago’s LGBT community. On the supply side, 
stakeholders must continue working with traditional and new community, 
government, and foundation partners to identify land, buildings, and 
funding that can be used to increase the number of available units.
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summary
This brief on affordable LGBT-friendly senior housing illustrates the 
obstacles Chicago LGBT seniors face while seeking affordable housing. 
In addition to multiple economic barriers that limit incomes and assets, 
LGBT seniors face discrimination based on their age and their sexual 
orientation/gender identity, which makes it difficult to access the services 
needed as they age.
Affordable LGBT-friendly senior housing complexes are springing up in 
other areas of the country, and Chicago LGBT seniors need and desire 
to be involved in similarly designed inclusive housing. Additionally, many 
Chicago neighborhoods have the qualities that LGBT seniors look for in a 
community. Such housing would provide an opportunity to offer services 
that are otherwise difficult for LGBT seniors to access in a culturally 
appropriate way. Developers, LGBT and senior service providers, housing 
providers, and state and city officials should collaborate to secure stable 
resources in order to make affordable LGBT-friendly senior housing a 
reality in Chicago. 
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